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Jacques B. Doukhan, D . H . L , Th.D.

f^^k
hiker is climbing
f ^
on the top of a
^ L
JL.
snowy mountain.
Suddenly, he stumbles—the rope
unrolls . . . unrolls . . . breaks. He
grasps a slippery rock and is now
hanging above a two-mile abyss.
For a moment, he tries to pull himself up but can't. He then whispers
for fear of an avalanche: "Is there
someone?"
Silence responds.

He repeats louder: "Is there
someone?"
Then a powerful voice answers: "Yes, I am here: God!"
The hiker is encouraged and
waits for something to happen.
His hold gets weaker and weaker.
Then the voice is heard again:
"Trust me, son; just let go. I am
going to send two mighty angels
who will carry you to the
ground."

The hiker looks down into the
two-mile abyss; he feels utterly
hopeless and finally calls again: "Is
there someone else?"
Today, like our hiker, we are
hanging over an abyss and grabbing a slippery rock: it has become difficult for many to believe
in God, even if He answers, even
if the evidence is there. And yet,
God is out there, and there is not
"someone else."
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Shalom*:
^
^ P In the context of the
^ ^ ^ ^ Jewish faith, w h o is
God and h o w does one understand Him?
Shapiro: Judaism has n o
fixed set of beliefs, dogma, or
theological standards. Beyond
saying that G o d is O n e (which,
of course, presupposes that God
is, in the first place) Judaism offers no official position. If, on
the other h a n d , you wish to
know what I mean by the word
"God" I would say this: G o d is

the source and substance of all
reality. Everything that exists is
a manifestation of G o d in time
and space. You and I are God,
or, better, G o d manifests as you
and I. As far as understanding
God, we cannot. There are two
reasons for this: First, G o d is
n o t something other than us
that can be objectified and understood. Second, being the totality of all that was, is and will
be, G o d is too great for us to
reduce to s o m e t h i n g u n d e r standable. G o d can be realized,

experienced, awakened to, but
not understood as one might
understand a mathematical formula.
Shabbat
Shalom:
What
d o e s it m e a n to believe in
God?
Shapiro: I don't use the
word believe when it comes to
God. T h e word suggests a lack
of knowing. For example, I do
not say "I believe I have a sister." I either have a sister or I
do not. N o r would I say "I believe I have a subscription to

Rami M. Shapiro, is the Rabbi of Temple Beth Or and Director of the D'vekut Center for Jewish Meditation.
Shapiro grew up in an Orthodox home, received ordination from the Reform Movement, and works with a
Rconconstructionistsynagogue. In his own words: "I do not practice denominational Judaism. I learn from allrebbes
and sages, and practice the Judasim of the prophet Micah: doingjustly, acting kindly, and walking intimately with
God. I call this approach Simply Jewish. You can read about it on my website at www.simplyjewish.com. "
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Time Magazine." Either it arrives in the mail each week or it
doesn't. Belief doesn't matter.
Reality matters. G o d is reality
and there is no need for belief.
We either know that G o d exists or we don't. I know. H o w
do I know? T h r o u g h m y practice of meditation I have had experiences of d r o p p i n g body/
m i n d and emptying into the
Whole that is God. I know that
God is and that I and all things
are expressions of G o d from my
practice of meditation. N o t belief, just reality.
Shabbat Shalom: W h a t duties do we have toward God?
H o w are they expressed?
Shapiro: We have no duties
toward God. This is dualistic
thinking and implies that God
is other than us. We cannot add
to or subtract from G o d and
God does not need us to serve
H i m in any way. W h a t we do
have is an obligation toward reality. W h e n we realize that we
are one with God, we realize that
we are one with all life. That oneness carries with it an intrinsically compelling desire to act
justly and with compassion. Everyone we meet is a manifestation of God and deserves to be
treated in a holy manner, and so
do we. Loving your neighbor as
yourself means that we recognize
both self and neighbor as God,
and allow the love that comes
with that recognition to define
the way we live.
Shabbat
Shalom:
What
c o m m o n l y used s y m b o l s are
present i n the daily life o f a
Jew to r e m i n d h e r / h i m o f
G o d and reveal G o d further?
Shapiro: Symbols can be
powerful reminders of reality,
but they cannot reveal reality.
G o d is not hidden; we are simply asleep to reality. W h a t we

need are symbols that wake us
up. A m o n g all the Jewish symbols for awakening, the one I
like the best is the mezuzah. A
mezuzah is a scroll containing
the Shema, the Jewish teaching
of the n o n d u a l reality of all
things as God: Hear, O Israel,
that which we call G o d is O n e ness Itself. We place this teaching in a decorative casing and
attach it to every doorpost in
our homes. Whenever we see a
mezuzah we are to remember
the interconnectedness of all
things in, with, and as God. M y
teacher, Sylvia Boorstein, says
t h a t we s h o u l d n o t enter or
leave a room with a mezuzah attached to the doorpost without
first making peace with all the
people in our lives. T h a t would
be a powerful spiritual practice.
Perhaps the only one we would
need.
Shabbat Shalom:
In the
Jewish experience, is it the
p h y s i c a l , overt acts or t h e
personal, covert acts that offer a greater k n o w l e d g e o f
God?
Shapiro: Judaism does not
m a k e a d i s t i n c t i o n between
overt and covert. Each overt act
includes a personal intension or
kavvanah. T h u s if you simply
go through the motions of some
ritual act without the proper attitude, the act will be of little
value. T h e point is to integrate
the physical, emotional, intellectual, a n d spiritual d i m e n sions of each of us and then act
in a whole and holy manner. A
g o o d e x a m p l e of this is t h e
ritual of tefillin, the boxes containing the Shema that Jews
place by their hearts, on their
heads, during morning prayer
and meditation. T h e intent of
the tefillin is to remind us to
unite our thinking with our

feeling, our head with our heart,
and then to allow this unity to
manifest itself in our daily actions. Putting on tefillin without the unification of thought,
word, feeling, a n d deed is a
waste of time. Yet, it is hard to
remember to make this unification without some external
reminder. So the external awakens the internal which in turn
makes the external meaningful.
T h e two go together. Having
said all this, let me say again that
these acts are not about acquiring a greater knowledge of God.
G o d is n o t an o t h e r t o be
known, but the truest self to be
realized. We do not do Jewishly
to learn more about God; we
do what we do Jewishly to make
God and godliness more
present in our everyday lives.
Shabbat
Shalom:
Is i t
possible for an individual to
k n o w a n d to interact w i t h
God?
Shapiro: I fear I am sounding like a broken record, but the
language of the question is already a problem. T h e individual
is a manifestation of God; this
is what the Torah means when
it says that we are created in the
image and likeness of God. We
are G o d just like a wave is the
ocean. So we interact with G o d
all the time. A n d the more we
know our true self the more we
know that self to be God. We
are never separate from God.
We are only asleep to our fundamental connection with
God.
Shabbat Shalom: To what
degree is G o d i n v o l v e d i n
h u m a n history? D o e s m a n
have free will?
Shapiro: Because God is everything, G o d is history as well.
History is the story of God's unfolding in our universe. G o d
Autumn 1999/SHABBATSHALOM
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doesn't m a k e things h a p p e n ,
nor does God change the course
of history. History has no course
that is set from the beginning
of time. We create history by
our actions here and now. Every action has a reaction. Act
holy and history reveals a holy
world. Act unholy and history
reveals an unholy world. Both
are open to us; it is a matter of
what we choose to do. Does
that mean we have free will? Yes,
within limits. I would like to fly
without the need of an airplane
or some other device. C a n I?
No. I can will it, but I cannot
make it happen. So there are
physical limits to my speak in
these t e r m s . G o d is n o less
present in, with, and as us now
than before. G o d does not recognize past and future; God is
now, the eternal present. As for
sin, everybody sins, and this is
never a block to God realization.
Every morning the religious Jew
thanks G o d for his or her soul
and reminds herself that the soul
is pure, unsullied by sin. T h e
soul is that level of consciousness
that is most closely awake to
God. Sin is a falling away from
the oneness that is God. W h e n
we fall away from unity we act
from ego, seeking to control the
world and others for our own
ends. But we are always capable
of returning to godliness, because our soul is never trapped
in this false sense of separation.
Jews are taught that matter of
our awakening to our innate nature as G o d in extension and
then acting from that awareness:
doing justly, acting kindly, and
walking intimately in, with, and
as God.
Shabbat Shalom: Has the
understanding o f G o d and o f
w o r s h i p c h a n g e d i n Jewish
history?
6 SHABBAT SHALOM/Autumn
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Shapiro: Judaism is a 4000year-old civilization. It has reinvented itself time after time.
T h a t is how it has survived. If
the ideas of 4000 years ago were
to be thrust upon us now, they
would be seen as absurd. So,
yes, our ideas have changed.
Some of these changes are social, some political, some intellectual. Some are theological.
W h a t happens is that over time
we give birth to people whose
ability to awaken to G o d is
greater than that of the average
person and who then teach us
the essential unity of G o d and
creation in a manner that is appropriate to our time. From the
beginning Judaism has taught
that G o d is one and there is
nothing else but God. But how
we learn and live that lesson has
evolved over time.
Shabbat Shalom: Has persecution, such as d u r i n g the
H o l o c a u s t , c h a n g e d or dim i n i s h e d the Jewish understanding o f God?
Shapiro: Persecution has
c h a n g e d Jewish ideas a b o u t
G o d t h r o u g h o u t our history.
We are always trying to make
sense out of what happens to
us, and often this requires a revising of old ideas. But ideas are
not reality. Ideas about G o d are
not God. G o d does not change.
Reality does not change. O n l y
our way of talking about G o d
and reality changes. In our time
the Holocaust has caused many,
m a n y Jews to a b a n d o n God.
W h a t that means is that the
idea of G o d they had cannot
s t a n d u p to t h e m u r d e r of
6,000,000 Jews. This says nothing about G o d , but only about
that particular idea about God.
T h e sad thing is that for many
of these Jews there is n o other
idea about G o d to turn to, and

no direct experience of G o d to
rely upon. Whenever people try
to engage me in theological debates a b o u t the H o l o c a u s t I
refuse to participate. W h a t we
should do is look for other ideas
about G o d and then go beyond
all ideas and learn how to experience G o d and godliness for
ourselves through prayer a n d
meditation.
Shabbat
Shalom:
How
w i d e l y does the understanding of God vary a m o n g
today's Jews? Is it possible to
be a Jew and n o t believe in
God?
Shapiro: T h e old saying,
"Two Jews, three opinions," is
no less true today than in the
past. Jewish people are free to
think whatever they like about
G o d a n d to d e n y G o d altogether. O n e can be a cultural
Jew a n d have n o t h i n g to do
with God. Belief is not a determining factor in being a Jew. Judaism, however, is something
else. O n e can be a Jew and have
nothing to do with Judaism the
religion. But one cannot be involved with Judaism and not
have to wrestle with God. Indeed, the word Yisrael (Israel)
means "one who wrestles with
God." I would hope, however,
that even religious Jews would
go beyond words and beliefs
and follow the Bible's own advice to "taste and see that God
is good." I hope my answers to
these q u e s t i o n s m a k e sense.
Thanks for the opportunity to
share my views.

*This interview was conducted by
Wesley Szamko, a graduate student at
Andrews University.
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h a b b a t Shalom*:
^
MDi. Canale, you just
mentioned your philosophical background; as a philosopher, who is God for you?
Canale: This question is personal. I cannot answer it as a philosopher but as a believer. For
me, God is the supreme being,
the Creator of heaven and earth,
and He is the King of my life.
As you can see, my view on God
is taken from Scripture.
Shabbat Shalom: So, how
does the fact that you study
philosophy affect your idea of
God? Is there any relation between what you studied and
what you believe?
Canale: That's a long story.
Oddly enough, philosophy influenced my idea of God more

when I was ignorant of its teachings than after I spent several
years studying and teaching philosophy. At the beginning of my
theological studies I did not
know much about God. After
reading a few books on systematic theology I began to develop
preliminary ideas about God
based on those readings. T h e
books I read gave the classical
definitions about God's nature
and His attributes which were
"supported" by biblical references used as proof texts. Later I
found out that the definitions
the books gave did not match
what the Bible said.
After I finished my four years
of theological studies, I started a
four-year course in philosophy
and psychology. In one of my

graduate classes, I came across a
Heideggerian critique of the classical interpretation of Presocratic
philosophers. In my undergraduate studies my professors sided
with the classical interpretation
of these philosophers' teachings
which I assumed to be correct.
Yet, Heidegger had a completely
different i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h a t
showed to what extent the traditional interpretation I had
taken as true was a medieval interpretation. The issue was about
Being. Heidegger argued persuasively that classical philosophy
understands Being as timeless.
But there is no such thing in the
early Presocratic, who talk rather
of a process in time. Being is
temporal
according
to
Heidegger. The timeless under-

Dr. Fernando Canale was born in Argentina. He began studying theology at River Plate College, Argentina and
pursued graduate studies in philosophy at the Santa Fe Catholic University. Dr. Canale holds a Ph. D. in religion
from Andrews University and presently serves on its faculty.
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standing of reality decisively
tus quo of the theological estabshaped Christianity's underlishment. To accomplish this
standing of God.
task we need to start by getting
into a deconstructivist mode of
When I understood that
analysis. That's the first thing: we
Christian theology has develneed to deconstruct. We cannot
oped its idea of God on the ba,-,, . .
,
merely
accept
sis of a notion of
reality that was
Christianity
has
philosophical or
highly debatable,
theol
shaped
its idea
of
°gical ideas
and that such a
j
.
. ••
r about God. The
notion is alien to
God On the baSIS OJ classical idea of a
biblical thinking, t ^ e understanding
of t i m e l e s s G o d I started a process
<-* J w h i c h can be
of philosophical
Being
aS timeleSS
found as the operative center of
deconstruction as
developed
by the
methe Catholic and
the
necessary
groundwork for a dieval
scholasticism. Protestant tradit i o n s — m u s t be
t h e o l o g i c a l reabandoned because it is very
trieval of the biblical idea of
crippling for God. As a timeless
God. Thus, the more I became
being, there are many things that
acquainted with philosophy the
God cannot do.
less I used its teachings in develShabbat Shalom: But what
oping my view about God.
about the definition that God
Shabbat Shalom: So, can we
is omnipotent?
compare this concept of Being
Canale: The Evangelical and
to the concept of God?
Canale: Technically speaking,
Protestant traditions believe very
the question of Being is differstrongly in the omnipotence of
ent from the question of God.
God, because they are against
Having said that, one needs to
salvation by works. As a way to
realize that the understanding of
affirm salvation by faith alone
Being has not been without efthey hold that God the Creator
fect on the Christian conception
works out our own salvation by
of God. Indeed, Christianity has
way of His omnipotence. Thus,
shaped its idea of God on the
it is not our doing but God's that
basis of the understanding of
brings about the recreation of
Being as timeless developed by
our beings necessary for salvathe medieval scholasticism.
tion. Among other things, I find
disturbing that these theologians
Shabbat Shalom: So the God
of classical theology was a timesay that God cannot do things
less God?
that go against the principles of
Canale: Yes and He still is.
human reason. The classic exBut there is another way of lookample is that God cannot make
ing at these things. As Heidegger
a triangle with four angles. God
went back to early Presocratic
is hence implicitly confined to
philosophy to discover a "new"
the limits of human reason. I
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of Being, we
find that disturbing because in
Christians should go back to the
the Bible, God is a being differBible to discover a "new" underent from us. We cannot judge
standing of God. As Heidegger
Him from our limited point of
defied the status quo of the
view and superimpose on Him
philosophical establishment, we
the limits of our rational faculChristians should defy the staties. This is the same reason that
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arguing for a timeless God seriously limits His involvement in
human history.
Shabbat Shalom: You deny
that God is a timeless being.
What then is God?
Canale: According to Scripture God is not timeless but temporal. Yet, we should not conceive God's temporality as identical to human temporality, as
Process Theology and the Open
View of God implicitly assume.
They start by defining the meaning of temporality as present in
human beings and nature. Disregarding God's revelation, this
philosophical approach ends up
with a limited view of G o d
shaped after the image of man.
As Christians search for answers
on this topic they should turn to
the Bible and away from philosophical and theological speculation. The whole Bible is rich
in presenting a God that is directly involved in human history.
Of course, the Bible does not
have any specific text saying that
God is temporal. So we have to
look at how the idea of divine
temporality "coappears" with the
notion and acts of God revealed
in Scripture. The main text that
I have studied in relation with
God's temporality is Exodus
3:14-15. Classical theology has
used this text to prove that Scripture assumes the Greek conception of a timeless God.
Shabbat Shalom: What exactly does the text say?
Canale: We are in the context
of the burning bush. Moses asks
God for His name. In verses 14
and 15, God reveals His name:
"I am who I am," which clearly
connects God with the idea of
Being. Since the only notion of
Being classical and modern theologians have to work with is
Aristotle's timeless interpretation, they assume the text im-

plicitly refers to and agrees with
ture to say that this text refers to
the traditional idea of God as a
the presence of God rather than
timeless being.
His Being. The only reason to
Among the many exegetical
make a difference between the
interpretations of this text the
presence and the Being of God
so-called "future" and "presence"
is the assumption that God is
views stand out. The "future" intimeless. However, when buildterpretation argues from the
ing the idea of God from a bibtense of the verb
lical foundation
"to be," and
and
^ T ^ ' I T
translates it as The Evangelical
o
to build on pnilofuture r a t h e r
t h a n p r e s e n t . Protestant
traditions
sophicaiiy defined
notions.
ConseG o d is hence
quently, we disbelieve
very
strongly c o v e r t n a t
the God of the in the Omnipotence
Of
accordfuture,
and
^
ing to Exodus
from the future God,
because
they
are 3:14-15 God reHe relates to
veals His being as
salvation
by
history. How- against
His
presence.
ever, as God is
G
o
d
'
s
reality,
works.
As a way
to
"placed" in the
then, is temporal
affirm
salvation
by
future of hu
not in the sense of
man beings He faith
alone
they hold
being constricted
t0 the HmitS
cannot personfaf
Q ^ fa QreatOT
°f
ally interact in
created time but
our temporalworks
out our
own
in the sense of bespatial
coning directly comsalvation
by way
of
tinuum. Not
p a t i b l e w i t h it.
surprisingly, a
This view of God's
His
omnipotence.
well-known
reality is consisproponent of this view, Jiirgen
tently supported through ScripMoltman, works out the comture. For instance, in the New
patibility between the "future"
Testament, Jesus Christ is deinterpretation of this text and
picted as he who comes and lives
the classical timeless view of
with the people. If we assume
God. The eschatological God
t h a t Jesus C h r i s t is G o d
"coming" from our future still
ontologically, he must be comremains a timeless being. Somepatible with space and time. The
how, this seems a game where
Bible presents a God that is "alnovel ideas interact with tradiready there." For instance, the
tional concepts.
Old Testament speaks of God
dwelling
with His people in the
The "presence" interpretation
sanctuary (Exodus 25:8), and the
of the texts argues that the text
New Testament presents Christ
is speaking about the presence
as dwelling with us (John 1:14).
of God in space and time, and
Our God is a God who is with
therefore the text cannot be
us: Immanuel (Isaiah 7:14 and
speaking about Being. Clearly,
Matthew 1:23).
the definition of a timeless God
is not given in Exodus 3:14-15.
Shabbat Shalom: Now that
Exegetes, in reference to theowe have a closer definition of
logians and philosophers who
God, as a God who is present
speak of Being as timeless, venand temporal, what does it

mean to believe in God?
Canale: A person who believes in God must first believe
that He exists, and then that He
is God. I think it is very important to recognize that God is
God. W h e n I started reading
Karl Barth, I was very much attracted to something he said,
much as a slogan: "Let God be
God." That sounds very good.
To believe in God means believing that God exists, that He is a
Being. But to believe in God also
implies believing that God is, so
to speak, our boss. Besides, as I
study the biblical understanding
of God, I see a God that has numerous characteristics: many
names, many actions. The biblical notion of God has many facets. God isnot a simple being, as
tradition depicts Him to be. The
more I study the Bible, the more
complex and marvelous God and
His actions toward us become to
my understanding.
To believe in God is to believe
in His revelation but also to
make room in my life for Him
to be God, which means particularly to be Lord. There are persons these days who see God as
merely a friend. This is correct.
But He is also King and Lord.
He is the one who has all power
and wisdom, who in love tells
us what to do with our lives, and
whom we cannot comprehend
totally and fully.
Shabbat Shalom: What duties do we have toward such a
God?
Canale: The idea of duty for
us humans is not very appealing
because we want to be our own
boss. The idea of "duty to God"
sounds like something that is
imposed on us. The Bible reveals
our duty to God as obedience to
His law. Again, many Christians
have problems with obedience
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been the product of our
timeless
but
temporal.
imagination,
and not of reason or of knowledge. People
because they think of it as an excome to limit situations of life
ternal imposition. Yet, I don't
and death and begin to imagine
think that the Bible conceives
things beyond and are fooled
keeping the commandments of
into
believing in the existence of
God as an external duty. On the
these imaginary things. The lancontrary, real obedience can take
guage about God becomes a kind
place only as a free action of our
of poetry, a symbolism, that we
internal being. It is not a duty
create. As we create music so we
like paying taxes, something
create our ideas about God.
which we never really want to do.
Feuerbach especially is at the
It is a transformation of the enroot of all these conceptions. He
tire human being so that now
says that the Christian idea of
this person freely wants to do the
G o d is the result of h u m a n
will of God without being exterimagination projecting its desires
nally forced to it.
into an eternal reality to which
Shabbat Shalom: What symwe then add the category of exbols are present in the daily life
istence. In a setting like this, an
of a Christian to remind him
"interaction with God" would in
or her of God and to reveal God
fact be an interaction with our
further?
own ideas. According to this
Canale: If we u n d e r s t a n d
trend, then, it is impossible to
symbols as pointers to God, I
interact with God. If there is nothink that only God can produce
body out there, there cannot be
such symbols. For Christians, life
any
interaction.
and death are symbols that point
to God. The Bible speaks about
But the Bible tells us of a real
the revelation of God in nature
interaction between God and
and history in Psalm 19, and RoHis creatures. Yet, this interacmans 1. Such revelations become
tion is limited in this life. I canpointers and symbols to God.
not interact directly with God as
We have been marvelously made,
I do with you. I cannot see God
says the Bible. According to
face to face. The disciples had
Kant, however, the weakest of
direct interaction with God in
the arguments for the existence
Christ. Moses, the great prophet,
of God is the argument of dehad direct interaction with God.
sign. Yet, the more I think about
I do not have interaction with
it, the more I see in nature and
God directly, but only through
history pointers to God.
these special witnesses.
Shabbat Shalom: Is it posShabbat Shalom: To what desible for an individual to know
gree is God involved in human
and interact with God?
history? Is He also limited in
Canale: Interaction is only
some way by human affairs, if
possible if there is a being with
not by our free will?
whom to interact. Interaction
Canale: The classical tradiwith God is impossible in a
tion which believes in a timeless
postmodern frame of mind. AcGod has little or no room for incording to postmodernity, our
teraction with God. According
representations of God have just
to this tradition, everything in
According

to Scripture
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the world is fixed and determined by God in advance. Because God is a timeless being,
everything that happens here
finds its cause in the eternal
knowledge and will of God. And
so God is the cause of everything
that happens in our world and
our lives. God, thus, does not
really relate to us, He is merely
the cause of everything. This tradition is r o o t e d in P l a t o n i c
thinking, which sees this world
as a duplication of the mind of
God.
Shabbat Shalom: But what
do they do with sin and suffering? Surely these are not in the
mind of God?
Canale: Of course not. Evil
and suffering are very real. The
question is not about their reality in our lives but about who is
responsible for their existence. In
this regard classically minded
theologians face a real problem.
While they generally affirm that
God is the cause of everything,
they also reject the logical conclusion that God is the ultimate
cause of sin and evil in the world.
But, if God is not the cause of
sin, He is not the cause of everything. Either God is in control
of everything or He has given
real freedom to humans who are
responsible for their actions. If
God is in absolute control, then,
in one way or the other He becomes the one ultimately responsible for sin. On the other hand,
if He is not in control of everything, giving significant freedom
to human beings, the responsibility of sin and evil is shared
with human agencies. Yet, since
the God of the Bible can influence history and be anagent in
history, He remains involved and
therefore accountable.
Shabbat Shalom: D o our acts
affect God? Is God moved by

humans or do humans move
God?
Canale: Certainly. G o d is
moved to rage, God is moved to
happiness. We find those things
in the Old Testament. He feels,
reacts and interacts with human
actions. God is a God that reacts. God is a God that has passion. He responds, He feels.
That's the God of the Bible. The
God of tradition cannot do that.
Through our actions we do affect God and His providence toward us. God is able to feel our
pain and do things because we
ask Him.
Shabbat Shalom: Can we say
that there is a partnership between God and us?
Canale: In history and the
process of salvation, yes. Once
we surrender our lives totally and
constantly to Him, He gives us
the privilege to be used as tools
in the ongoing work of salvation. Yet, God's interaction in
history follows two distinct and
constant patterns, namely, His
interaction with His faithful
c h i l d r e n a n d His e n e m i e s .
Within these patterns the content of God's interaction is constantly changing as He works out
salvation within the concrete
limitations of human history and
the opposition of evil forces.
Shabbat Shalom: Does God
also interact with those?
Canale: O h yes. Evil also
plays a role in shaping human
history. Partnership with God,
however, is available only to
those who accept Him unconditionally. This brings us to the
idea of sovereignty, which has
been seriously distorted by Protestant theology. Briefly p u t ,
Protestant theology defines the
idea of divine sovereignty from
the perspective of divine power
and control of human affairs.

The result is a God who decides
and does everything in human
history, thereby overruling human freedom. In what sense then
can we speak of God as the sovereign of the universe? The Bible
presents a God who has lost His
sovereignty and is now fighting
from behind to regain it. Sovereignty is n o t about His raw
power but about His governGod
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ment of human beings. God lost
His sovereignty over human affairs when humans sinned, deciding to do things according to
their own wisdom and will. God
is fighting back to recover His
sovereignty by persuading humans to accept Him back freely
and lovingly, not by forcing
Himself upon them. In this sense
God is not yet the ruler of this
world, but is fighting back to
recover His rulership in a battle
against evil forces. Within this
context we should understand
the biblical notions of salvation
and providence.
Shabbat Shalom: You mentioned that God works to a certain extent with evil. What
about the evil that occurred in
Auschwitz? Can we say that
God was working with this evil?

Canale: Any answer to this
question assumes an interpretation of the God of Jewish-Christian tradition. With Auschwitz,
the traditional idea of a God
who is in absolute control of human affairs is no longer viable,
because such a God would be responsible for Auschwitz. It is
very difficult to think that the
master plan of God required
such events. To think about God
after Auschwitz has to lead us to
a deconstruction of the timeless
notion of God of classical Christian theology and a rediscovery
of the biblical revelation of God's
nature and acts. If we take seriously the biblical notion of God
in battle against evil forces, we
have to conclude that God not
only did not want Auschwitz as
part of the great scheme of
things peanned from eternity,
but that He was actually involved in fighting against the
evil forces involved. God fights
not with violent means but with
spiritual forces centered in love,
justice and persuasion that respect the decision even of evil
powers. Because God's fight
against evildoes not destroy evil
and its consequences, a thousand questions about divine wisdom, justice and love arise in
our minds. God knows that.
God, however, has not said the
last word or done the last act in
the ongoing drama of human
history.
Shabbat Shalom: So after
Auschwitz, we can't think of
God as we used to?
Canale:
If by " t h i n k i n g
about God" we mean the classical notion of God the answer is:
No, we cannot. According to
this generally accepted view,
Auschwitz becomes an instance
of necessary evil, that is, of an
evil that God planned (allowed)
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Are we going to invent a new
notion of God that will lead us
to new atrocities? Many theologians may be doing that. I think,
however, that there is a better
way, the way of revelation. I hope

as a necessary step to obtain a
higher good. This idea fits the
notion of "meticulous providence" which teaches that nothing evil happens without something good coming out of it.
With

Auschwitz,

is in absolute
viable,

the

traditional
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of human
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The man continued:
answered:

*This interview was conducted by
Abigail Doukhan, a graduate srudent in
philosophy at La Sorbonne (Paris,
France).

Story:

The man then said: "How can you pray to Him
replied by a silence.

for

that Auschwitz has taught us the
danger involved in creating our
own images of God, transgressing the second commandment of
the law. I hope that Auschwitz
has taught us the need to surrender our reason and imagination
to the revelation of God we find
in Scripture. I think we should
go back to the Bible and discover
there the real picture of God and
the way He governs history. After this is done, we should apply
our findings not only to the issue of evil but to the entire range
of Christian teachings. Nothing
short of a new understanding of
Christianity will come to light.
In the final analysis, this view will

Where

Gamaliel

longer

that

A Talmudic

A man asked Rabban

who

be responsible

required

Shabbat Shalom: Has nothi n g g o o d c o m e out of the
Holocaust?
Canale: Directly in the sense
of meticulous providence, I don't
think so. I think that God did
not want that to happen. Indirectly and tangentially, however,
we could learn not to repeat the
atrocities of the past and to reconstruct the classical theology
of God that controls human history overriding human freedom.
Shabbat Shalom: How can
we then understand God after
Auschwitz?
Canale: My view is always
tied to the Scripture. How are we
to reconstruct the idea of God?

of a God

be new only to us, postmoderns,
because, through the acceptance
of classical and modern philosophies, we have learned to hide
from the true God revealed in
Old and New Testaments.
Shabbat
Shalom:
D o we
share a part of responsibility in
the Holocaust?
Canale: Certainly but, as explained above, also does God. In
the Bible, God gives life to the
wicked, to the one that tortures.
The question is not how God,
being the one who decides everything and being all-powerful,
does something evil, but rather
why God being all- powerful has
allowed for freedom to develop
in a way that is self-destructive
and nonsensical. The real horror of Auschwitz becomes a symbol, like a contemporary Job,
claiming divine justice. That's a
new way in which we have to
think about God. Again, Christians should rethink their notion
of God, not from a philosophical or imaginative basis, but
from what the Bible has to say.

God?

God?"

He answered:

"I do not

if you do not know where He is?"

know."
Rabban

"We are better than you; we see the

idol

"You may see the idol, but it does not see you.

We

do not see God, but He sees us."
(Shoher
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ne label that
has been placed
upon the JudeoChristian tradition is "ethical
monotheism," b u t does this
characterization apply equally
to both branches of the biblical faith? M a n y Jews would
hesitate to say so. W h a t about
the Christian doctrine of the
Trinity? Is the G o d of Christians really the same as the
G o d of Israel?
W h a t e v e r o n e m i g h t say
about the Egyptian reformer
K i n g A k h e n a t o n , it s e e m s
clear that true m o n o t h e i s m —

worshiping only one G o d and
believing in only one G o d —
was Israel's unique gift to the
religious world. Its foundational creed is the Shema, usually translated "Hear, O Israel:
T h e L o r d o u r G o d is o n e
L o r d " ( D e u t e r o n o m y 6:4).
T h e very first c o m m a n d m e n t
of t h e D e c a l o g u e is " T h o u
shalt have no other gods before
Me" (Exodus 20:3).
Prodded by the prophets, Israel struggled to maintain this
distinctive belief, n o t always
successfully, as the scriptural
record shows. But after Israel's

r e t u r n from the Babylonian
exile the will jealously to guard
m o n o t h e i s m was greatly
stengthened. True, there was
some move toward syncretism
on the edges of Jewry (as in the
Jewish military colony of Elephantine), b u t her solid core
was now firmly rooted in the
H o l y O n e of Israel. For Judaism only one G o d exists. H e
c a n n o t be d e p i c t e d by a n y
graven image, and idolatry is
an abomination. H e demands
righteousness and obedience.
His name is holy. Yet H e cares.
H e is high and lifted up, yet
Autumn 1999 /SHABBAT
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H e is nigh.
Yet the monotheistic faith
was neither w o o d e n nor simplistic. Already in the Tanakh
one reads of divine agencies
a n d hypostases. T h e Bible
speaks of the Spirit of the Lord
(Genesis 1:2; Isaiah 61:1; etc.);
the W i s d o m of the Lord (Proverbs 8-9, etc.), s o m e t i m e s
equated with the Torah, b u t
personified; the h a n d of the
Lord; a n d o t h e r such divine
powers.
T h e importance of these divine powers only increased as
time went on. T h e Lord G o d
was felt to be so transcendent
that entities were necessary to
bridge the great gulf that sepa. . . it seems

clear

true

monotheism—

worshiping
God
only
Israel's
the

that

only

and

one

believing

one
unique
religious

in

God—was
gift

to

world.

rated Creator and creation, but
these entities were s o m e h o w
only an extension of the H o l y
One.
An example of this t h o u g h t
c a n be s e e n in a n a n c i e n t
t a r g u m (Aramaic interpretat i o n of t h e H e b r e w S c r i p tures). 1 It is said that the Lord
created heaven a n d earth in
concert with the W i s d o m of
the Lord and the Spirit of the
Lord, a n d above all t h r o u g h
the W o r d (memrd) of the Lord:
"And the Word of the Lord created two great lights. . . . A n d
the W o r d of the Lord created
m a n in His own resemblance,
in the resemblance from before
14 SHABBAT SHALOM/ Autumn 1999

the Lord created H e t h e m . "
Similar kinds of expression are
found throughout the writings
of t h e J e w i s h p h i l o s o p h e r
Philo of Alexandria, who lived
at the beginning of the C o m m o n Era.
T h e way had been prepared
for this d e v e l o p m e n t in the
Scriptures. In the first chapter of Genesis creation took
place t h r o u g h a verb: G o d
spoke, and it was so. In Psalm
33:6 the verb becomes a noun:
"By the word of the Lord the
heavens were made." T h e ancient t a r g u m c a m e close to
personifying t h a t W o r d . It
now only remained to identify
the Word.
T h e first C h r i s t i a n s were
Jews w h o recited the Shema
every d a y a n d w e r e f i r m l y
rooted in the faith it expressed.
In fact, the N e w T e s t a m e n t
refers to the Shema more than
o n c e . Yeshua called it t h e
greatest c o m m a n d m e n t (Mark
12:29). James prefaces a dem a n d for a faith t h a t works
with the words, "You believe
that G o d is one? You do w e l l .
. . " (James 2:19). Paul insisted
that " G o d is one," and therefore H e is t h e G o d of b o t h
Jews a n d G e n t i l e s ( R o m a n s
3:29-30). All the writers of the
N e w Testament, and probably
all early Christians, were as fervently persuaded of m o n o t h e ism as any other Jews.

a formula that the writer assumes all his readers will accept: "For there is one G o d ,
and there is one mediator between G o d and m e n , the man
C h r i s t [Messiah] Jesus, w h o
gave himself a ransom for all"
(1 T i m o t h y 2:5, 6). But the
letter had just referred to "God
our Savior" (2:3), apparently
speaking of Yeshua.
As deep as textual archaeologists can dig into the N e w
Testament they find that the
early believers of the Yeshua
movement were convinced not
only that the Spirit of God was
an extension of His Person, but
t h a t Yeshua also stood in a
unique relationship with God,
w h o m he called his Father. O f
course, Israel also called G o d
Avenu, and the Tanakh speaks
of Israel as God's son (e.g.,
Hosea 11:1). But the Christians saw Yeshua as somehow
embodying in his person everything that Israel was, and
more. T h e Gospels picture
Yeshua receiving baptism from
John the Baptist (Mark 1:9-11
and parallels). T h e Spirit descended upon him, and a voice
from Heaven (the Bath Qol)
declared: " T h o u art m y beloved Son; with thee I am well
pleased." T h u s in one scene
we see a divine Trio: the Father
speaking, the Spirit descending, the Son as object of this
attention.

W h a t is remarkable is that
they perceived n o conflict between this faith and their trust
in Yeshua as the Messiah. T h e
first letter to T i m o t h y puts out

These Three figure in early
Christian formulas. Baptism
was to be "in the name [note
the singular noun] of the Father and of the Son and of the
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Holy Spirit" (Matthew 28:19).
Paul closes his second letter to
the Corinthians with the benediction, "The grace of the Lord
Jesus Christ a n d the love of
God and the followship of the
H o l y Spirit be with you all" (1
Corinthians 13:14).
Yeshua was identified as the
creative divine W o r d of G e n esis 1 and Psalm 33 (John 1:118), who "became flesh and tabernacled among us" (alluding to
Exodus 25:8). John emphasized
that he existed before his birth
and that he returned to glory after his death and resurrection.
All of this apparently goes back
to Yeshua's own self-understanding. His own self-designation
was the Son of M a n , a t e r m
taken from Daniel 7:13.
We are confronted here with
a great paradox. The early Christians were able to affirm that
God is one, but at the same time
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they could speak of Yeshua and
the Holy Spirit as God. They
so spoke without sensing any
contradiction, perhaps precisely
because they were Jews and not
Greeks. Rabbinic logic is often
a "both/and logic": "The words
of Beth Hillel and the words of
Beth S h a m m a i are b o t h t h e
words of the living God." Besides, as we have seen, the early
Christian view was not at all incompatible with the conceptions of God current in the synagogues of the time. But when
the Christian message moved on
to the Greek world, this mode
of thinking caused great discomfort. Greeks were tied to "either/
or logic." T h e Gentile Christian world needed several centuries to come to terms with it.
In fact they never ever really
solved the p a r a d o x o n their
terms; they could only give a
name to it: the Trinity.
After Yavneh, as so often happens in contexts of doctrinal disputation, positions hardened.
Jewish m o n o t h e i s m b e c a m e
more rigid and defensive, and
Christians mirrored the polarization.
T h e T a l m u d reflects this
trend in a fascinating vignette of
the kind of debate that was going on. 2 T h e Minim (heretics)
were appealing to the divine plurals in Genesis, such as "Let us
make man in our image" (Genesis 1:26), and other plurals rel a t e d to deity, s u c h as t h e
"thrones" in Daniel 7:9. T h e
Rabbis found countertexts for
most of the the problem texts,
arguing that the plural referred

to the heavenly Court. But the
expression in Daniel 7 remained
a problem. Rabbi Aqiba first
theorized that one throne was
for God and one for David, but
u p o n being rebuked for that
opinion he suggested that one
was for justice and one for charity, thus personifying divine attributes. H e was again rebuked
by Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah,
who declared that one throne
was for a seat and the other a
footstool. Apparently the issue
was left unresolved.
D o Jews and Christians still
worship the same God? Christians still affirm the Shema, approved by Yeshua himself, as
well as the rest of the New Testament. But they believe that
this G o d has revealed Himself
w i t h u l t i m a c y in s e n d i n g
Yeshua. As a letter addressed to
wavering Jewish Christians put
it:
"In many and various ways
God spoke of old to our fathers
by the prophets; but in these last
days he has spoken to us by a
Son, w h o m H e appointed heir
of all things, through w h o m also
H e created the world. H e reflects the glory of God and bears
the very stamp of His nature,
upholding the universe by his
word of power. W h e n he had
made purification for sins, he sat
down at the right hand of the
Majesty on high, having become
as much superior to angels as the
name he has obtained is more
excellent than theirs." (Hebrews
1:1-4)

1

See John Bowker, The Targums and
Rabbinic Litarature: An Introduction to
Jewish Interpretations ofScripture (Cambridge University Press, 1969), 98, 99.
2

Babylonian Talmud. Sanhedrin 38b.
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But then, Cain
g o e s a n d kills
his brother.

owAbel kept
flocks, and
N
Cain worked the
soil. In the course of time Cain
brought some of the fruits of
the soil as an offering to the
Lord. But Abel b r o u g h t fat
p o r t i o n s from s o m e of t h e
f i r s t b o r n of his flock. T h e
L o r d l o o k e d w i t h favor on
Abel and his offering, b u t on
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Cain and his offering he did
n o t look for favor." (Genesis
4:2-5).
Indeed, w h a t a strange sacrifice was Cain's! Is not a sacrifice to involve some kind of
bloodshed? Did Cain not see
how odd a basket of fruits and
vegetables w o u l d look o n a
sacrifical altar? W h a t exactly
was his point?

In these few lines, we shall
a t t e m p t to u n d e r s t a n d t h e
meaning of Cain's sacrifice by
c o m p a r i n g it to similar proceedings present in the Greek
cult of O r p h i s m . O u r argum e n t will be one of analogy.
Indeed, Cain's type of sacrifice
was perhaps the first in h u m a n
history, but it was by no means
the last. If his sacrifice comes

across as odd to our biblicaltaught minds, where sacrifices
concern animals only, to the
Greek mind, Cain's sacrifice is
not at all strange.
Vegetable oblations linked
to a certain vegetarian asceticism were quite c o m m o n in
the Greek mystical religions,
p a r t i c u l a r l y in O r p h i s m .
O r p h i s m grew out of a reaction to the traditional religion
of the Greeks, which, m u c h
like the ancient Hebrew religion, held animal sacrifices accompanied by a feast during
which the flesh of the animals
was eaten. As in biblical times,
these sacrifices were held to be
the only way of c o m m u n i c a t ing with the god.
But such a means of communication only emphasized
the incommensurable rift that
had opened up between m a n
and God.
It was this rift, this distance
that the Orphic cult refused to
acknowledge. O r p h i s m is the
expression of man's deepest
longing for a closer, more intimate relationship with G o d .
By refusing animal sacrifices,
the O r p h i c cult was refusing
the rift between man and God.
O r p h i c m y s t i c i s m t r i e d to
overcome this rift by adopting
a more god-like stance, i.e. one
that was not tied down to the
flesh, one that, like the gods',
was s p i r i t u a l versus carnal,
hence the importance of vegetarianism.
Such a mystical attempt for
a closer and more intimate relationship w i t h G o d is precisely Cain's. Cain's action is of
an orphistic nature. H e too is
longing for a time of more di-

rect c o m m u n i c a t i o n between
m a n and G o d . For a time
w h e r e there was n o rift between m a n a n d G o d , where
G o d walked, talked and dwelt
w i t h m a n . Cain's action is a
sigh of longing for Eden, for a
Paradise Lost. T h e very nature
of his offering, fruits and vegetables, serves as a reminder of
the garden of Eden, of its trees,
of its rivers and of its fruits.
Cain's sacrifice is an attempt to
move G o d to remember, to forgive, to start afresh.
Like the Orphists, Cain is
refusing the rift between m a n
and God, between man and the
a n i m a l s . H e is e x p r e s s i n g ,
t h r o u g h his offering, a spirit
that wishes to remain pure of
sin, and therefore of carnality,
for this is where they first become associated. Sin is associated with carnality for the first
time in the ritual of the sacrifice. T h e refusal of the flesh
that Cain expresses through his
vegetarian offering is a refusal
of sin and of the separation between G o d , m a n , a n d beast
that ensues.
B u t w h a t a b o u t G o d ? To
this desperate a t t e m p t on the
part of m a n , G o d answers by
silence. G o d does n o t r e m e m ber, H e does n o t forgive, H e
does n o t answer. Why?
So C a i n t u r n s a n d kills
Abel, reaching thus the p o i n t
of no return and forever tainting his spirit with the blood
of his brother.
T h e r e are two ways to interpret this story. O n e which
h o l d s G o d ' s silence to be a
c o n d e m n i n g one, and the
other w h i c h doesn't. T h e part i s a n s of a c o n d e m n i n g si-

lence, one which does not
"look with favor" u p o n Cain's
action, u n d e r s t a n d the story
as follows: salvation c a n n o t
come from m a n , but only
f r o m G o d . O n l y G o d can
start over, only G o d can recreate.
Cain tried to save the world
w i t h his gesture! H e is o u r
first utopist, our first h u m a n ist! B u t we learn from this
story that w h e n m a n tries to
take the place of G o d , m u r der is n o t far b e h i n d .
But is God's silence necessarily unfavorable? I n d e e d ,
G o d in t h e t e x t d o e s n o t
speak. H e remains silent. This
silence is then interpreted by
our narrator as "unfavorable":
G o d does not accept Cain's offering. But is God's silence
necessarily a c o n d e m n i n g
o n e ? A f t e r all, G o d o f t e n
doesn't answer the righteous
(cf. Job); G o d sometimes remains silent even w h e n His
people are exterminated.
Perhaps G o d is silent because H e is waiting. Because
H e is h o l d i n g his breath. Perhaps G o d is silent before Cain
to give h i m the o p p o r t u n i t y
to speak. Perhaps G o d is silent so that Cain's voice can
be better heard.
B u t t h e n , C a i n goes a n d
kills his brother. T h e r e i n lies
his first mistake! H a d C a i n
n o t killed his brother and entered into the dialogue t h a t
G o d was favoring w i t h H i s
silence, perhaps he w o u l d n o t
h a v e b e e n so w r o n g a n d
shown that m a n may also answer G o d and n o t merely listen and obey.
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t is not possible to
speak or even to think
about God without trembling, not only because God is
God, but also because of what we
are, limited and distorted creatures. Our assumptions about
Him will always be wrong or insufficient. God will always stand
beyond our minds and our theological analysis. When Moses
came to God and asked Him to
tell him who He was, not without some irony, God answered, "I
will be what I will be," the literal
translation of the Hebrew phrase
"Bhye as her Ehye."
In other words, "who I am"
said God "is not of your concern," and ultimately the encounter will surprise you. You cannot
lock me into your definitions and
your theological analysis. It
would be vain to try to prove my
existence. Indeed God is not a
truth or an idea to be demonstrated following a logical sequence of arguments. His existence is never questioned. Only
the fool would venture to say "in
his heart, there is no God" (Psalm
14:1). God's existence imposes
itself before us before anything:
"Before the m o u n t a i n s were
brought forth, or ever You had
formed the earth and the world,
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even from everlasting to everlasting, You are God" (Psalm 90:2).
The Bible starts with this clear
and unquestionable presumption
that God exists: "In the beginning God created" (Genesis 1:1).
In the Bible the most frequent
phrase describing the reality of
God is the affirmation that He
is alive. That is what characterizes Him in comparison to the
idols of wood or clay who have
eyes and don't see, and have ears
and do not hear (Psalm 115:5-6).
God

will

beyond
our

always
our

theological

minds

stand
and
analysis.

T h e God of Israel is "Hay,"
"alive" (Joshua 3:10; Judges 8:19;
1 Samuel 14:39; Psalm 84:3,
English verse 2). "Life" is therefore the best place where God
makes Himself known. God reveals Himself in the life and the
beauty of nature, His creation
(Psalm 19:1), and more importantly in the events of history.
The God of Israel is the God who
delivered the Israelites from the
bondage of Egypt (Exodus 20:2),
and t o o k t h e m o u t of the
Babylonian exile (Jeremiah
29:10). But He is also the per-

sonal God of Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob (Exodus 3:6), the God who
answers prayers and takes care of
our h u m a n sorrows (Daniel
6:22).
The God of the Bible is not
an abstract principle or an ethereal power. He is described as a
physical being with hands (Genesis 49:24; Psalm 75:8-10), a
nose (Isaiah 65:5), and a mouth
(Deuteronomy 8:3). God is as
real and personal as a human is.
He walks (Deuteronomy 20:4;
Genesis 3:8), speaks (Genesis
17:22; Isaiah 65:12), fights
(Genesis 3 2 : 2 2 - 3 2 ; Exodus
14:14, 25) and even touches
physically (Genesis 2:7; Genesis
32:25; Psalm 23:5).
To be sure, we should not take
this description of God to the
letter. The main lesson of this
language is to teach us that God
is real, even as real as we are, an
idea that is already explained in
the reciprocal resemblance between God and the human creature (Genesis 1:27). Thus, the
Bible presents a very disturbing
and somehow contrary picture of
God. On one hand God is depicted as the God beyond human
perception. No one can see Him
(Exodus 33:10). Any picture or
form of Him would therefore be

inappropriate (Exodus 20:4).
God is infinitely distant, He is
unreachable, and no one can control or apprehend H i m . He
dwells in heaven (Deuteronomy
26:15; Psalm 113:5; Isaiah
14:13-14).
On the other hand, God is
present everywhere: "Where can
I go from Your Spirit? Or where
can I flee from Your presence? If
I ascend into heaven, You are
there; If I make my bed in hell,
behold, You are there. If I take
the wings of the morning, and
dwell in the uttermost parts of
the sea, Even there Your hand
shall lead me, And Your right
hand shall hold me. If I say,
'Surely the darkness shall fall on
me,' Even the night shall be light
about me; Indeed, the darkness
shall not hide from You; But the
night shines as the day; The darkness and the light are both alike
to you" (Psalm 139:7-12). In
fact, the Bible begins with an
acute awareness of this tension.
The first creation story (Genesis
l:l-2:4a) presents a God who is
far, transcendent, God of the
Universe, and the second creation
story (Genesis 2:4b-25) presents
a God who is near to mankind
and is directly involved in human
affairs. Interestingly the name of
God which appears in those texts
corresponds to their respective
contexts. In the first creation, the
name of God is "Elohim," from
the root "alah," which conveys
the idea of strength and preeminence; the name is also used in
the plural form to express the
idea of God's majesty and of a superlative: this God is the God of
Gods, He contains in Himself all
the divine powers. In the second
creation story the name of God
is YHWH (the tetragrammaton)
from the Semitic root "hwh"
which means "to be" or "to speak"
and expresses the idea of God's
closeness to humans. The an-

cient rabbis understood this linguistic and theological distinction: "The Holy One, Blessed be
He, said to those, You want to
know my name? I am called according to my actions. When I
judge the creatures I am Elohim,
and when I have mercy with My
world, I am named Y H W H " (Ex
R. 3:6).
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The proximity of God was in
the men and the women of the
Bible, a daily and continuous experience. Adam, the first man,
was created as a result of a personal and physical contact with
God who "breathed into his nostrils the breath of life" (Genesis
2:7), then God spoke to Adam
and Eve, to Cain, to Noah, to Sarah; and people responded to
God. The Bible records these
conversations between God and
humans. One of the most poignant of these divine-human dialogues involves Abraham, our father. The biblical text describes
Abraham bowing before three individuals on he calls with the
usual name of God "Adonay"
(Genesis 18:2), and addresses
Him with the second person
masculine singular p r o n o u n
" be'eyneyka" "in thy eyes" (Genesis 18:3). Furthermore the biblical text clearly suggests that two
of the three "men" w e n t to
S o d o m (Genesis 19:1) and
Abraham "still stayed before the
Lord" (Genesis 18:22). The story
is puzzling and somewhat disturbing because it places God in
space and in time, in the limitations of our flesh. But Abraham
does not seem to be shocked; he
even debates with the Lord as one

would do in a Middle Eastern
marketplace.
Jacob experiences a close
physical contact with the divine.
He wrestles with God and takes
his name Israel from this violent
e n c o u n t e r (Genesis 3 2 : 2 8 ) .
Moses is remembered in biblical
tradition as the only one "whom
the Lord knew face to face"
(Deuteronomy 34:10). And indeed no one came so close to God
and discovered who H e was
through His 13 attributes "And
the Lord passed before him and
proclaimed, "The Lord, the Lord
G o d , merciful and gracious,
longsuffering, and abounding in
goodness and t r u t h , keeping
mercy for thousands, forgiving
iniquity and transgression and
sin, by no means clearing the
guilty, visiting the iniquity of the
fathers upon the children and the
children's children to the third
and the fourth generation" (Exodus 34:6-7).
Later the presence of God was
sensed in the midst of Israel as a
people. Through the visible sign
of the cloud, G o d dwelled
(shakan) among them (Exodus
40:34-38). In the memory of Israel this experience of God's nearness was preserved, and the word
Shekinah, derived from the verb
"shakan," came to express the
nearness of God and even God
Himself (Ab 3:2; Nb Rabbah
13:6).
It is also interesting that the
prophet Isaiah, referring to this
experience of the Israelites in the
wilderness, preferred to interpret
it in relation to the Holy Spirit
(Ruah ha-qodesh). Through the
"Ruah," this powerful and invisible "Wind" of God, the divine
power is being manifested within
t h e m (Isaiah 6 3 : 1 1 ) .
The
Shekinah among them here is
here associated with the Holy
Spirit within them—God's proximity at its best.
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Another similar strange case of
God concerns the case of the "angel of the Lord,"
"Malakh
YHWH" who is often identified
with the Lord Y H W H Himself.
Hagar met with the angel of the
Lord (Genesis 16:7-11), but it is
said that it is "the Lord who
spoke to her" (Genesis 16:13).
Likewise the angel of the Lord
appears to Moses in the burning
bush (Exodus 3:2), but later in
the rest of the story Moses speaks
with the Lord. Also Gideon
speaks alternatively sometimes
with the Lord, sometimes with
the angel of the Lord (Judges
6:11-24). Along the same lines,
the Aramaic Targum of Onkelos
(Genesis 16:13) identifies the
angel of the Lord with the
Shekinah, the concrete manifestation of the presence of God.
Even the services of the
Temple and the sacrifices were
occasions given to the people of
Israel to draw them near to God.
The offering on the altar would
be a place where God promises
"I will meet you to speak with
you" (Exodus 29:42). The Hebrew word itself for sacrifice
"haqrib" means to bring near, and
reflects there by the promise of
God's proximity.
This movement of God who
responds to mankind and even
comes down and dwells in the
midst of His people constitutes
perhaps one of the most particular features of the God of Israel.
In the Ancient Near East all
peoples believed in the existence
of God who lived out there in
heaven. But only the God of Is-
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1:27).
rael left His heavenly palace to
hear men and women and revealed Himself to them. This is
the essential difference Daniel
notes between the gods of the pagan Chaldeans and the true God:
"But there is a God in heaven
who reveals secrets, and He has
made
known
to
King
Nebuchadnezzar what will be in
the latter days." (Daniel 2:28).
This is the main reason, perhaps the only one, why we believe in God—because He makes
Himself known to us, because
humans experience His word,
His love, His power, His person
and His influence in the flesh of
their existence, and in the flow
of history.
Even the powerful condition
of suffering and the sense of the
silence of God was interpreted by
the prophets as an identification
of His presence in spite of the
impression of His absence. Paradoxically, the prophet Isaiah finds
in the very fact that God is not
visible and hides Himself the best
reason why He is the true God,
the only reason why we can believe and hope in God: "I will
wait in the Lord, who hides His
face,. . . And I will hope in Him"
(Isaiah 8:17). For the true faith
in God implies an experience
which challenges this faith. In
spite of His absence, the powerful experience of His distance,
there is not another God. Even
if God does not bless, and our
work is not successful, even if He
seems not to answer our prayers,
His existence is never questioned;
we believe in spite of all this. Just

like the Jews who were hidden in
this cave of Cologne and inscribed on the wall, "I believe in
the sun even if it does not shine,
I believe in love even if I do not
feel it, I believe in God even if
He hides Himself."
Only those who have run this
risk of God's absence have been
able to experience His presence.
Because as long as we believe in
a God-slot machine who responds mechanically, as long as
our God is the God who never
surprises, He is simply an idea
about God, a theology; but is not
yet God; we have never met Him.
Job's story shows to us to that
prerequisite. It's only after the
turmoil of his pain, and the violence of his questions and his
shouts at God, that finally he
confesses to God, "I have heard
of You by the hearing of the ear,
but now my eye sees You" (Job
42:5). The whole book of Job is
full of profound theological stateThe
was
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ments about God. All the theologians are here gathered around
the table. They all dig hard in
their library and yet, only Job can
speak the truth about God, simply because he is the only one
who ever met Him. This is the
ultimate and paradoxical lesson
that Elie Wiesel has learned from
the memory of the gas chambers,
"After Auschwitz, I do not believe
that we can speak about God; we
can only . . . speak to God." 1
'Elie Wiesel, "Eine Quelle fiir die
Hoffnung finden. Gesprach mit R.
Boschert," Suddeutsche Zeitung,
October 28/29, 1989.
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The first angel of
Revelation 14 has a
mission to proclaim
the "eternal gospel" (Revelation
14:62). The Greek term euanggelion,
translated here by "gospel," literally
means "good news." This word is
used in classical Greek literature to
express the news of victory.3 It concerns either the death of the enemy
or the arrival of the Roman emperor4
who saves the nations from trouble
and brings the pax romana (Roman
peace).
This message of the first angel is
one of hope: the end of human tragedy is near. The angel's message is a
dual one—fear the Judge and worship the Creator: "Fear God and give
Him glory, because the hour of His
judgment has come. Worship Him
who made the heavens, the earth, the
sea and the springs of water" (Revelation 14:7).
Fear the Judge
In the Ancient Middle East, the
king is also the judge. The Bible thus
associates both functions (Exodus
18:13; 2 Kings 15:5; 2 Chronicles
1:10; Psalm 72:2). It is in the context of this glorious vision of a God
that rules and judges that the call to
fear Him must be understood.
The fear of God is an often misunderstood concept. The fear of
God is the awareness that God is

watching us. The Hebrew word for
this notion (yra) is probably of the
same root as the verb "to see" (raah).
To fear God is to know that He is
watching us wherever we are, whatever we do. Hence, the Bible relates
the fear of God to His law: "So that
you, your children and their children
after them may fear the Lord your
God as long as you live by keeping
all His decrees and commands"
The fear
an

of God

is

often

misunderstood
concept.
(Deuteronomy 6:2). The fear of
God is the beginning of the moral
life: "Fear God and keep His commandments" (Ecclesiastes 12:13). In
this last passage, the syntax of the Hebrew phrase suggests that the conjunction of coordination "and"
should not be understood in an additive sense but in an explicative
sense: "Fear God, in other words, observe His commandments." For the
author of the Book of Ecclesiastes,
"man" (kol haadam) is bound by the
commandments in the perspective of
the judgment: "For God will bring
every deed into judgment, including
every hidden thing, whether it is

good or evil" (Ecclesiastes 12:14).
To fear God means to concern
oneself with that which is good, just,
and right; to observe the commandments not only in public, but also in
the privacy of the home. Religion is
not relegated to the Lord's Day or to
the sacred times of prayer. Every moment, every act, every thought
should be dedicated to God. This is
why the fear of God is such an important leitmotif in wisdom literature. At the heart of the existential
situation, in the midst of the most
dangerous and heretical thoughts on
human existence, there is the fear of
God: "The fear of the Lord is the
beginning of wisdom" (Proverbs
9:10; cf. 1:7 ff.).
The fear of God has nothing to
do with superstitious beliefs that
paralyze and lead to a mechanical and
magical religion. In the Bible, the
fear of God is often associated with
love. Immediately following the exhortation to fear God and to obey
His commandments is the command to love: "Love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all
your soul and withall your strength"
(Deuteronomy 6:5). To fear God is
to love Him and to be loved by Him.
It is also the assurance that God is
watching over us: "But the eyes of
the Lord are on those who fear Him"
(Psalm 33:18). Obedience to the law
is the palpable sign of our love for
Autumn 1999/SHABBATSHALOM

21

To fear
that
the

God

which

means

is good,

to concern
just,

commandments
also

in

and

not

the privacy

God. To live in the sight of God is
to live with God. Inversely, because we live with God, we live
according to His will. True religion is consequent and takes God
at His word.
Such is the lesson of our passage:
the call to fear God is followed by
the call to praise Him (Revelation
14:7). The Hebrew word kabod,
"glory," contains the idea of weight.
God is given weight; He is taken
into consideration. The message
of the book of Revelation strikes
at the heart of hypocritical and superficial religions which have not
inspired the awe of God, precisely
because they have no concept of
the fear of God. God's name is
invoked, temples and cathedrals
are built to His glory, theological
debates feature Him, but the human heart remains closed, crippled
by its own lies and crimes. At the
heart of the twentieth century, the
event of the Holocaust has proclaimed the death of religion, particularly that of Christianity.
Religion has emasculated its
God. The vengeful God of the Old
Testament has metamorphosed
into the sweet baby Jesus, smiling
up at the sinner. And the world
has turned away in a bitter sneer.
"God is dead," proclaim the lucid
among us. This belief has spread
even to religious circles. Religion
is but a spiritual experience, a
moral code, or simply a tradition.
Who believes in the God of heaven
and in His kingdom?
Because we have lost the fear of
God, we cannot imagine it, let
alone wish for it. The Book of Revelation is all too relevant in the eve
of the twenty-first century. The
first angel calls for the fear of God
to awaken us to His presence, to
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kindle in the hearts of men and
women, too busy building a
worldly city, the need for the return of God in His glory.
Worship the Creator
From the God we fear, the angel goes to the God we adore.
From obedience to the law of a just
God, we move to the loving worship of the God that gave us life.
Adoration
only

response

is

the
to

Creation.
Moved by the infinity and
beauty of the universe, the human
creature can but worship its Creator.
Interestingly, the Psalms and the
prayers of Israel directly associate
worship to Creation (Psalms 95:6;
102:19; Nehemiah 9:6). It is by
creating that God has demonstrated
His grace and power. It is His infinite goodness which incites us to
adore Him and His proximity
which enables us to encounter and
love Him. God is not only above
all and everything, He is at the origin of all and of everything. We
exist only through Him. Our breath
of life is His. As creatures, we cannot but worship our Creator. Adoration is the only response to Creation. Indeed, adoration is the dual
awareness of God's infinite distance-as the great Creator-and of
His proximity—in the very breath of
His creatures.
The very first pages of the Bible,
the two accounts of Creation, hint
to this dual manifestation. In the
first account (Genesis l-2a), God,
Elohim, is the transcendent and om-

nipotent God, Master of the universe. In the second account (Genesis 2:4b-24), God, YHWH, is the
immanent and personal God, the
God of history and of existence, the
God of the creation.
The Bible opens with the story
of Creation, not only in virtue of
its chronological precedence, but
also as to situate the creature with
regards to its Creator. The Bible
begins with Creation to provide a
basis for worship.
But our passage in the Apocalypse alludes to more than Creation.
The unexpected mention of the
"springs of water" in addition to the
three traditional components of
Creation, heavens, earth, and sea,
is particularly meaningful. In the
desert of Israel, water is life. Thus,
in our passage, the "springs of water" contrast with the desert of death
and evil (Revelation 12:6,14; 17:3).
The Lamb leads His people to
the springs of water (Revelation
7:17; 12:6; 22:17). Likewise, in the
book of Ezekiel, the Jerusalem of
hope is envisioned abounding with
springs of water (Ezekiel 47:1-12),
like the garden of Eden (Genesis
2:10-14). 5 The springs of water
thus have a futuristic ring. They
allude to the new Jerusalem, portrayed as the garden of Eden, hence
the call to judgment: "because the
hour of His judgment has come"
(Revelation 14:7). This association
is laden with hope. The judgment
which shall put an end to human
history also announces the hope of
a re-creation.

'This is an excerpt from a forthcoming book, The Apocalypse Through Hebrew Eyes.
2
Bible quotations are from the New
International Version.
3
Gerhard Friedrich, "euanggelizomai,
euanggelion, proseuanggelizomai,
euanggelistes," in Theological Dictionary
of the New Testament, ed. G. Kittel
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964) vol. 2,
p. 722.
4
Flavius Josephus Antiquities 18:228,
229.
5
Cf. Joel 3:18; Zachariah 13:1; Psalm
46:4; Revelation 22:1, 2.
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THE GRACE OF OOD IN
JEWISH TRADITION

The Grace of God in Jewish
Tradition
Richard S. Hanson
Edwin Mellen Press, 1993
96 pp., $14.95

Richard S. Hanson

With the purpose of showing that "Jews and Christians
are far more alike than different in their experience of
life and in their religious conviction," the author, a Christian, examines some of the
facets of the concept of divine grace in Jewish tradition. From the traditional sources of the Talmud
and the liturgical and devotional literature, but also
from medieval Jewish philosophy and modern (Reform) and contemporary reflections, a number of
valuable materials have been gathered that illustrate
how alive, rich, and important the concept of grace
is in Jewish tradition.

The Evolving God in Jewish
Process Theology
William E. Kaufman
Edwin Mellen Press, 1997
189 pp., $89.95
W i t h i n the currents of
modern theology, the author
suggests a Jewish process theology that takes into consideration specific Jewish traditional concepts such as creatio
ex-nihilo and the idea of the unity of God, but also
contemporary issues such as the Holocaust. The
author hopes to respond to the existential question,
"What do you mean by God?" in our time and thus
to help Jews find a more relevant definition of their
God today.
A Book about God
Florence Mary Fitch
Lothrop, Lee & Shepard
Books, 1999
24 pp., $16.00

B o o k s

don't need to see Him to know what He is like. We
need only look around at all the things that are like
Him: the warmth of the sun, the strength of the
mountains, the nourishment of the rain, the comfort
of a parent's loving embrace. Using simple concepts
that are understandable to even the very young child,
this nondenominational book gently introduces children to the concept of God.
The Hidden Face of God
Richard E. Friedman
Harper San Francisco, 1997
335 pp., $15.00
The author addresses the
question, Why does the God
who is known through miracles
and direct interaction at the beginning of the Bible gradually
become hidden, leaving humans in the end to find their
own way and determine their own fate? These, as well
as other enigmas of the Bible—issues that encompass
science, history, cosmology, and mysticism-are explored. Friedman is currently a professor of Hebrew
and comparative literature at the University of California, San Diego.

Hello. Hello.
Ate You There. Codt
'MOLLY COME -

Hello, Hello, Are You There,
God?
Molly Cone
UAHC Press, 1999
56 pp., $12.00

"There is no number for
God listed in the telephone
book. There is no address for
God listed anywhere. You
can't reach God by telephone, mail, fax, or e-mail.
Yet people hear God and talk to God all the time"—
with this introduction, the author then seeks through
five stories to explain to 5-to-10 year-olds why God
cannot be seen, how to talk to God and how God
talks to us, how God helps us and knows each of us.
Other stories are about belonging and learning.

Almost all children wonder about God and wish
they could see Him. But we
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And God said to Moses,
"Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh."
H e continued, "Thus shall
you say to the Israelites,
"Ehyeh sent me to you."

